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When we found the fossils at Qarn Abu Wail and Anbak,
'Ali had told me of another shell deposit known to him in the
desert, but that was to the west of Shanna, and it was a
pleasant surprise indeed to come upon another at this point.
The sands between Maqainama and Bir Fadhil had been
streaked with broad glades of gravel and grit, but they had
produced nothing of especial interest and seemed to me to be
but the last kicks of the Summan as the steppe petered out
under the sands. From Bir Fadhil onwards, I had supposed,
all would be sand and nothing but sand. But that was far
from being the case. Between it and Tuwairifa greater or
smaller gravel patches and exposures of the underlying bed-
rock were pleasingly frequent, while further west was re-
ported a large gravel plain called Rala with Sahma and
Abu Bahr beyond it south and west. Clearly, therefore, the
western (waterless) part of the Rub4 al Khali was less sandy
than the eastern, while here in Shuqqat al Khalfat we had
a gravel plain some 10 miles long, as far as I could judge,
and three miles broad. A thick covering of bushes gave it
an air of unexpected fertility, while the shells made it certain
that at one time in the past there had been water here. The
absence of any trace of fossilisation suggested a compara-
tively recent date, and the flint implements found in associa-
tion with the shells set me off imagining ancient man in occu-
pation of the banks of an old river or lake, or visiting them to
hunt with spears and arrows the beasts that came down to
drink.
The northern edge of the plain seemed to shelve or sink
down towards the foot of the dune range which we had
crossed to get to it, and I formed tentatively the opinion that
I had in all probability encountered part of an old river-bed,
whose upper reaches might be sought in the Wadi beds of the
Aflaj province and south of it, which I have already men-
tioned.
Only one factor—and that a very important one—re-
mained to be determined. Were the shells of marine or
freshwater origin ? I had no means of deciding that point
and knew that I would have to wait till I got back to England
before the question could be answered. Meanwhile I regis-

